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Presidents, foreign countries bought Kidney boats 


By Robert Kidney 

Dan Kidney built his first boat, a 
hunting boat, in 1873 in a shed at his 
homestead on Millar Street on the Fox 
River. 

Interest in this boat persuaded him 
to build more, so he built a shop on 
the bank of the Fox on the present site 
of Van Dyke Gymnasium on St. Nor- 
bert Campus. 

It was the beginning of the Dan 
Kidney and Sons boat building 
company, an asset to the city 
which became a world-reknown 
industry. 

In 1887, disaster struck and this first 
factory was destroyed by fire. This 
interrupted the boat building. In 1889, 
lightning struck the steeple of the 
French Church and the church was 
destroyed. Dan Kidney was engaged to 
reconstruct the church, which is now 
Old St. Joseph Church. 

In 1889, a new factory was built near 
Second and Butler Streets. 

In 1900, this plant and the adjacent 
land to the river was sold to the Nor- 
bertine Fathers. That same year, a new 
factory was planned and built on Main 
Avenue. The north-south wing was com¬ 
pleted in 1901. 

The next year, the east-west wing 
was added to complete the plant of 
40,000 square feet. A variety of pleasure 
boats were built here. 

Boats were shipped to most of the 
states and to several foreign countries. 
Hunting boats were built for Presidents 
Cleveland and Harrison. Pleasure craft 
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De Pere boat factory: After a fire destroyed the Dan Kidney and Sons 
boat building company on Millar Street in 1897, a new factory was built 
near Second and Butler Streets. This photo shows a boat and workers 


outside the factory in 1890. 

plant was built on Fort Howard Avenue 
on the west side, and incorporated as 
Fox River Boat Works to build Kidney 
boats. 

At the start of World War H, other 
monies were invested and the move 
back to the larger Main Avenue plant 
was accomplished. Contracts were 
received to build boats for the Navy. 
These contracts expired with the end of 


the war, and Kidney designed boats and 
molded plywood hulls were finished 
here. 

The advent of fiberglass boats over¬ 
took the popularity of wooden boats. 

In 1964, the company closed it’s 
doors. 

(Robert Kidney is the grandson of 
Dan Kidney) 


Throughout this year of 
Wisconsin's Sesquicentennial 
celebration, the 
Press-Gazette 
will publish a 
series of sto¬ 
ries on local 
history. This 
feature, 
prepared with 
the assistance of the 
Brown County Historical Society, 
will appear on Mondays. 


were displayed at World’s Fairs and 
Expositions in the early 1900s. 

Many of these classic wooden boats 
are still to be found, having been 
restored and preserved. Kidney-built 
boats are prominently displayed in mar¬ 
itime museums in Manitowoc and Stur¬ 
geon Bay. 

In the early 1930s, the demand for 
pleasure boats diminished. A smaller 









